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Leidschrift, jaargang 25, nummer 3, december 2010 
The Middle English text A Myrour to Lewde Men and Wymmen (from here 
abbreviated as ML) opens with a well known allegory taken from the 
Church Father St. Augustine (354-430). On one side is placed the city of 
God, on the other the city of men; Jerusalem and Babylon, heaven and 
earth, peace and confusion. With no way in between these pairs, the mortal 
traveller will have to choose his roads carefully, his journey ultimately 
leading him towards either endless bliss or endless pain. But, as the text 
remarks, ‘a man may not know in which of these two ways he goes, nor 
towards which place, unless he knows what is virtue and what is sin’.1 ML is 
to assist in such troubles of identification and aims to reflect one’s virtues 
and sins so as to illuminate both the choices already made and those one is 
yet to encounter at future crossroads in life. 
In offering advice on morality such vernacular guidebooks could not 
remain neutral, least of all in matters of sexuality. Even if their intent was to 
support the reader to lead a good life, they had to define what good meant, 
and thus they either had to perpetuate an existing standard of morality, or 
had to try and innovate on such very standards. But it is exactly this 
interplay between conservative and novel views, the ongoing struggle to 
achieve an unambiguous standard, which makes these books of such great 
value for research into the normative perceptions of their authors, the 
medieval clergy. 
The resourcefulness of these Middle English manuals has not gone 
unnoticed. Repeatedly scholars have pointed out the importance of this 
instructional literature, commonly followed with a call to more research and 
a lamentation over the lack of modern editions. Already in 1955 the British 
medievalist W. A. Pantin had stated that these vernacular analyses of the 
virtues and vices ‘constitute a very important body of medieval ethical and 
                                                     
1 V. Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men and Wymmen : a Prose Version of the Speculum 
Vitae, ed. from B.L.MS Harley 45 Middle English Texts 14 (Heidelberg 1981) 71 lines 
31-32. The edition published by Nelson is in Middle English; all retranslations 





psychological doctrine, which deserves careful study’. 2  Especially the 
Speculum Vitae (SV), which is the source of the above quoted ML, has again 
and again been pointed out as a central text within the genre.3 In spite of all 
this effort, almost fifty years later the same call to attention still rings out 
when Richard Newhauser writes that there is almost no scholarship on the 
vices and virtues.4  
There could thus hardly be a better time to answer the call of our 
predecessors and finally take a detailed look at this genre of vernacular 
religious instruction, specifically focusing on ML and SV. As Petty Bange 
has already discussed the history of luxuria at length elsewhere in this issue, 
I will solely focus on exploring lechery and its counterpart, chastity, in the 
context of ML and SV. I will broadly follow the division made in A Myrour 
to Lewde Men and Wymmen and Speculum Vitae, reserving the first part of this 
paper for lechery and the second for chastity and marriage. Throughout, the 
emphasis will be on the following series of related questions: What precisely 
were lechery and chastity in the Myrour and Speculum Vitae, and what, if 
anything, dominated their definition and medieval perception? Most 
importantly, what consequences did this way of perceiving vice and virtue 
have for the medieval assessment of sexual intercourse, and what role did 
marriage play in all this? 
 
 
From confession to education 
 
Both ML and SV belong to a group of texts that has ultimately been 
inspired by the Summa de Vitiis et Virtutibus written by William Peraldus 
between 1236 and 1248. A highly influential text on the vices and virtues, its 
importance as the foundation of a large number of writings of religious 
instruction has repeatedly been pointed out by scholars. Still extant of his 
                                                     
2 W. A. Pantin, The English Church in the Fourteenth Century (Cambridge 1955) 229. 
3 ‘To the modern student (...) it has great interest in offering a complete mirror of 
the orthodox medieval instruction for laymen.’ H. E. Allen, ‘The Speculum Vitae: 
Addendum’, Publications of the Modern Language Association of America 32.2 (1917) 133-
162: 154-155; F. G. A. M. Aarts, ‘The Pater Noster in Medieval English Literature’, 
Papers on language and literature 5.1 (1969) 3-16: 15; SV has been edited by R. Hanna 
ed., Speculum Vitae: A Reading Edition Vol. I & II (Oxford 2008). 
4 R. Newhauser, The Treatise on Vices and Virtues in Latin and the Vernacular Typologie 
des sources du Moyen Âge occidental 68 (Turnhout 1993) 15. 




Summa are some five-hundred manuscripts and an astonishing range of 
vernacular adaptations and translations. 5  The treatment of the vices in 
Peraldus’ work carried over into another milestone in the genre of religious 
didactic texts, the Somme le Roi, written in 1279 by the Dominican Lorens of 
Orleans at the behest of the French king Philip III (1270-1285). Sometime 
between 1348 and 13785 the French Somme was adapted and versified by an 
unknown redactor into the Northern English Speculum Vitae, a poem of 
around 16,100 lines surviving in more than forty manuscripts. In turn, 
another anonymous redactor unrhymed SV back into a prose version during 
the last quarter of the fourteenth century, which came to be known as A 
Myrour to Lewde Men and Wymmen. Very hybrid in form and content, these 
texts combine an older penitential interest in the seven cardinal sins with a 
newly inspired didactic drive from the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, 
aimed at educating both clergy and laity.  
The ecclesiastical treatment of the sins was closely related to the 
church’s concern for taking a proper confession. The first practical manuals, 
the penitentials, contained little more than lists of sins and their appropriate 
penance. Made to assist priests in their confessional work, such books 
circulated widely in Western Europe between the sixth and twelfth centuries. 
With little regard to circumstance and intention, the penitential catalogued 
penances for each respective sin rather objectively and mechanically.6 
 This approach proved to be insufficient when met with the 
emergence of new church legislation and the demands of a growing body of 
literate lay people, anxious for a deeper and more meaningful religious 
experience. The 21st canon of the Fourth Lateran Council, known as Omnis 
utriusque sexus, made it mandatory for every person over the age of 
discretion to give individual confession to his or her parish priest at least 
once a year.7 To ensure that these confessions would be of sufficient quality 
and thoroughness, instructional literature stipulated further requirements. 
The parish priest taking the confession would have to be educated enough 
so as to be able to proficiently identify and draw out the various sins 
                                                     
5 T. Kaeppeli and E. Panella, Scriptores ordinis praedicatorum medii aevi (Rome 1970) 
133-152. 
6 M. W. Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins. An Introduction to the History of a Religious 
Concept, with Special Reference to Medieval English Literature (East Lansing 1967) 90-92, 
97-98. 
7 R. Foreville, Latran I, II, III et Latran IV Histoire des conciles œcuméniques VI 





committed by the penitent. He had to carefully examine each individual case 
and to try and seek answers to the questions ‘who, what, where, by what 
means, how often, why, how, when’.8 
 To assist and educate the clergy in these matters, clerical writers 
combined the treatment of the vices and virtues with expositions on how to 
take a good confession. They so came to write, what L. E. Boyle has termed, 
the summa confessorum. Whereas these texts dealt with the education of the 
priest, after 1260 a significant amount of vernacular writings began to 
appear, aimed at educating not just the clergy but the laity as well.9 This 
concern for the religious education of the laity went hand in hand with the 
intent of the Fourth Lateran Council to improve confession – for only 
those who knew how and why they had sinned could truly be considered 
contrite. 
 In Britain the content of what precisely the laity was supposed to be 
taught was decided by various church councils, the most important of 
which was the Council of Lambeth, held in 1281. Many of the previous 
councils and ordinations were here summarized in the Constitutions of 
Archbishop John Pecham of Canterbury, commonly called the Pecham 
Syllabus or, according to the opening phrase of its ninth canon, Ignorantia 
sacerdotum. This document listed that the priest should explain the following 
seven components at least four times each year: the fourteen articles of faith, 
the ten commandments, the two evangelical precepts, the seven works of 




Lechery in the Myrour and the Speculum Vitae 
 
It should come as no surprise that precisely these elements recur repeatedly 
in the Middle English manuals of religious instruction. Although SV derives 
ultimately from the Somme le roi written in 1279 by the Dominican Lorens of 
                                                     
8 M. C. Woods and R. Copeland, ‘Classroom and Confession’ in: D. Wallace ed., 
The Cambridge History of Medieval English Literature (Cambridge 1999) 376-406: 393. 
9 L. E. Boyle, ‘The Fourth Lateran Council and Manuals of Popular Theology’ in: T. 
J. Heffernan ed., The Popular Literature of Medieval England (Knoxville 1985) 30-43: 
34-35. 
10 E. A. Jones, ‘Literature of Religious Instruction’ in: P. Brown ed., A Companion to 
Medieval English Literature and Culture c. 1350-c. 1500 (Malden 2007) 406-421: 406-410. 




Orleans, additions and reorganisations in SV and ML clearly show the 
influence of both Lateran IV and Ignorantia sacerdotum.11 
SV and ML provide an extensive and often complicated treatment of 
church doctrine ordered against the Pater Noster. The first sentence, ‘Pater 
Noster, qui es in caelis’, is used to explain the commandments, the creed, 
and the sacraments. After the seven petitions of the Pater Noster have been 
explored, the text begins anew, and in reverse order every petition is now 
coupled to one of the seven gifts, seven vices, seven virtues, seven 
beatitudes, and finally to one of the seven rewards. 12  As one scholar 
mentions, it would certainly be quite the intellectual feat were this 
inconvenient arrangement of sevens in two parts fully understood by a 
medieval reader without any visual aide.13 
 As soon as lechery is introduced the texts begin to list the various 
ways one can fall victim to this heinous sin. Lechery is defined as ‘an 
outrageous love of fleshly lust and liking, in which the devil through four 
manners leads a man to deadly sin, and so to endless death if he does not 
make amends or if he dies bodily [before he make amends]’.14 These four 
manners include foolish and incautious sight, speech, touching, and finally 
kissing. Although the text first mentions these as separate approaches to 
lechery, they also succeed one another, from simple looking, to speaking 
uncouth words, resulting in touching and then kissing. This progression of a 
deed is consistently taken into account. In the same manner, a vile thought 
leads to a delight in it, which brings forth the consent of one’s will, and this 
finally culminates in the burning desire to fulfil the deed itself.15 Lechery is 
portrayed as a slippery slope, and once one has given in to the first step, the 
next few follow like a series of dominos, naturally and with ease. 
                                                     
11 Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae I, 48-50, 222, 229, lines 1377-1420, 6643-6654, 6831-
6844; idem, Speculum Vitae II, 545, 576-577, notes to lines 1377-1420, 6646, 6769, 
6831-6844; Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 83, 136, 260; cf. Lorens of Orleans, 
La Somme le Roi, E. Brayer and A. F. L. Labie ed. (Paris 2008). 
12 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 12-13. 
13  A. Hudson, ‘Review: A Myrour to Lewde Men and Wymmen’, The Modern 
Language Review 80.4 (1985) 898-900: 900.  
14 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 163 lines 7-9; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 
303-304 lines 9119-9120. When possible the relevant passages in SV are referred to 
as well. 






 The deed itself, though not entirely impermissible, was certainly not 
allowed by SV and ML in one of the fourteen following cases, each more 
grievous than the next. Although placed first, fornication, or sex between an 
unmarried man and woman, is still considered a deadly sin. Intercourse with 
a prostitute was even worse because one could never be certain that she was 
not also someone’s wife, or know with whom she had been intimate in the 
past, ‘for such one forsakes no man’.16 Ranked third is lechery between a 
single man and a widow that has avowed chastity. Though only fourth, 
lechery between a single man and a virgin is described as particularly worthy 
of pain because of the great significance attached to maidenhood. Fifth is 
adultery between a single man and a married woman, worth double the sin 
when both are married. Because this sin breaks the faith and sacrament of 
marriage, it is also considered to be sacrilege. Lechery between a wedded 
man and his own wife can be sinful when he does ‘with her the fleshly work 
that belongs to wedding in another manner than natural reason wills, or in 
other ways than the law of wedlock asks.’17 Arriving at the seventh case, the 
text forbids intercourse between spiritual kin. The text continues with the 
eighth case, forbidding intercourse between a man and his blood kin, 
whereas the ninth forbids it between a man and his wife’s kin within the 
fifth degree. The next four cases, from ten to thirteen, all involve religion: 
the tenth entails lechery between a woman and a man both in holy orders, 
whereas the eleventh is that between a secular man and a woman of religion. 
The twelfth occurs when both are of religion, but even worse is lechery 
between a woman and a prelate.18 Last is sodomy, better known as lechery 
against nature, ‘which is not to talk about for the repulsiveness thereof, that 
is so much that the devil himself thinks shame to come closer to the man 
and woman that is befouled therewith’.19 
Summarized like this these fourteen degrees of lechery seem like 
autonomous offences, but lechery hardly ever stood alone. Already with the 
Desert Fathers such as Evagrius Ponticus (346-399) the sins were 
interconnected. According to him the monk had first to succumb to 
gluttony before he could fall victim to lechery. For John Cassian (c. 360-435) 
an excess of lust would lead to the sin of greed.20 ML and SV continue in 
                                                     
16 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 165. 
17 Ibidem, lines 40-42. 
18 Ibidem, 166-167; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 308-315. 
19 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 167 lines 20-21. 
20 Newhauser, The Treaties on Vices and Virtues, 104-105, 182-183. 




the same tradition. When a child, born from an adulterous relationship 
disinherited a rightful heir, this was considered theft, the second branch of 
avarice.21 Similarly, prostitution is sinful not only because it was lecherous, 
but also because it was an avaricious craft. 22  Furthermore, women who 
dress themselves in lascivious and costly clothing are just as guilty of the sin 
of lechery as they are of the sin of pride.23 When the devil finds a man idle 
and unoccupied he invites him to think and study lechery and all the other 
deadly sins, nudging the sinner closer towards assenting and fulfilling the 
deed.24 For the gluttonous sinner the text has an entire career planned out:  
 
This sin shames many a man and deprives him of his good name, for 
oft such become tavern goers and afterwards dice players, and often 
they become wretches and harlots, and use many follies and villainies; 
and then they often become lechers, and after that thieves and 
robbers, and at the last they are taken for theft and hanged (...).25 
 
Lechery was truly but a branch of the great tree of sin, a recurring metaphor 
in SV and ML. This arboreal metaphor had accompanied the seven cardinal 
sins from their onset. Cassian called pride the root of all evil, Boniface 
portrayed the vices as bitter fruits from the tree of sin, and for Alcuin pride 
and vainglory brought forth the vices in the form of branches. Finally, in 
Pseudo-Hugh of St. Victor’s De fructibus carnis et spiritus, the seven cardinal 
sins are each delegated to one of seven branches on a tree.26 Instead of 
excluding one another, the branches of this old and gnarly tree were so 
intertwined that the sinner could hardly avoid touching them all. SV and 
ML now join this metaphor with that of the tavern, ‘[which] may be called 
the devil’s school, for there his scholars and disciples study. It may also be 
called the devil’s chapel, for there men serve him as God is served in Holy 
Church’.27  
Thus lechery and all it involved was perceived and judged within an 
interlocking system of classification where there was little room for 
                                                     
21 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 133-134. 
22 Ibidem, 140 lines 12-21. 
23 Ibidem, 164 lines 13-33, 181 lines 7-21. 
24 Ibidem, 119 lines 29-34. 
25 Ibidem, 206 lines 23-26; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 433 lines 13081-13090. 
26 Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins, 70, 79-81, 84.  
27 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 210 lines 30-32; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 





gradations between white and black. Without any special intervention, the 
judgement of the sexual act could only move from black to darker. Such a 
pessimistic view of the sexual act basically went back to the Church Fathers 
and resurged with likeminded canonists such as Huguccio (d. 1210).28 Short 
of calling it inherently evil, having sex was almost synonymous with lechery, 
a sin whose branches grew from the tree of vice and which flourished in the 
tavern of the devil. As the following section will show, this bleak view of 
sexual morality would polarize into two oppositional positions when lechery 
was set up against chastity, the other extreme.  
Yet this portrays only one side of ML and SV. In the end such a 
twofold division would prove to be an insufficient model of morality, 
especially when one takes into consideration the most important and also 
largest group society is made up off: the married population. The author of 
the Somme and the redactors of SV and ML would have agreed. Still caught 
in the tradition to associate sexual intercourse closely with sin, and 
accustomed to ranking sexual acts within gradations of vice like the 
penitentials had done, they would instead come to emphasize the one 
exception to the rule. Appropriating and stressing more positive views on 
marriage, they would come to mix black with white, lechery with chastity. 
 
 
Chastity and marriage 
 
The garden of vice and virtue is now joined by yet another tree, that of 
chastity. Against all the temptations that seeped in through the senses and 
the mind, the text now presents a wide array, not of remedies, but of 
precautions. The concept of chastity is only defined in so far as that it ‘may 
well be likened to a tree that has seven degrees and seven branches’.29
 The root of the tree is the first degree of chastity, a clean conscience. 
By hearing sermons, giving confessions and keeping in mind the passion of 
Jesus Christ, one can keep one’s conscience clean and thus ward off the 
fiend and the temptations of lechery. The six remaining degrees consist of 
clean speech of mouth, keeping of the five senses, straight and hard living, 
                                                     
28 J. A. Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe (London 1990) 80-
87, 260-262, 281-284; D. Elliot, Spiritual Marriage: Sexual Abstinence in Medieval 
Wedlock (Princeton 1993) 134-136, 186-187. 
29 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 167 lines 32-33; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 
316 lines 9483-9486. 




fleeing evil company, good occupation, and finally, good prayer and 
devotion. The section on prayer is taken as an opportunity to give a very 
thorough treatment of four pillars that bear up a good prayer, but it makes 
little mention of either chastity or lechery and will thus be passed over 
here.30 
 When reading through these degrees of chastity, it is obvious that 
they encompass far more than just precautions against lechery. Lechery 
remains the guiding concept, but travelling the road of chastity offered in 
ML and SV concurrently means that one has to avoid most, if not all, the 
other vices as well. When guarding one’s five senses, one must not just 
avoid looking at ‘follies that might incite to fleshly liking and lust’, but one 
must also avoid that one ‘hears neither slander nor any other thing that 
might steer to sin or lets charity or other good virtue [undone].’31 In the 
passage for straight and hard living, gluttony and lechery share a particularly 
close connection. Gluttony is more or less a sure precursor to lechery. 
Eating delicious meat and drinking hot, strong wine ‘makes lechery burn in 
a man as grease or oil makes other fire [burn]’.32  
Good occupation cautions against sloth, another common 
companion to lechery. The overall interconnectedness is best portrayed by a 
passage from the text itself: 
 
By Sodom we may understand the sin of lechery, and by the marches 
thereof, all that may be the cause of sin, for it is not enough that a 
man flee the sin and evil fellowship, but only if he flee also all that 
may be cause of sin; for men say in old English, ‘So long the pot goes 
to the water until at last it comes home broken’.33 
 
As a consequence of the intertwined concept of sin, chastity is defined not 
just as the opposite of lechery, but as the opposite of sin in general. To 
abstain from sexually sinful deeds and behaviour is only a part of chastity, 
whereas true chastity is equal to virtuous living.  
 
 
                                                     
30 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 167-184; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 316-
361. 
31 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 169 line 40, 170 lines 1-2. 
32 Ibidem, 171 lines 12-14. 





Angels or the devil’s daughters 
 
The concept of the virgin serves particularly well to illustrate this duality and 
its consequences. After ML and SV have treated the seven degrees of 
chastity, they turn to the seven branches or estates of chastity.34 As it is the 
archetypical counterpart of lechery, for now I will solely focus on the fifth 
estate here: life-long clean maidenhood. This, according to ML, is that 
which ‘has never been corrupted and never thinks to be, but has overcome 
her flesh for the love of God, [so] that they think to keep themselves 
chaste.’35 The victory over the fleshly temptations is so magnificent that ML 
states that it even surpasses the state of angels in some things. The angel, as 
an incorporeal being, has not to battle against bodily urges whereas the 
virgin does so for her entire life.36 
 But overcoming the flesh and lechery is not all that is required for the 
true virgin. Quoting the Church Father Jerome, ML and SV assert that 
maidenhood is virtuous only if ‘it be not impaired with any spot of sin (...) 
for he that is chaste of body and corrupt in heart and will, he is like a 
beautifully painted tomb on the outside, and within full of carrion and 
filth.’37 More emphatically than before, the texts continuously repeat that 
the truly chaste maiden has to avoid all that can lead to sin. Like a white 
robe, chastity is blemished by the merest transgression. Pride, worldly 
covetousness, evil thoughts, hearing or speaking unclean words; all of these 
are to be avoided if one wishes to be considered not just chaste from 
without, but also chaste from within.38 
                                                     
34 From first till seventh the branches of chastity are: virgins until marriage; those 
who have sinned sexually and have done penance but are neither wedded nor virgin; 
wedded men and women; widows; life-long virgins; clerics; and finally men and 
women of religion who have vowed never to marry. Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde 
Men, 184-204; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 361-428. 
35 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 190 lines 1-3; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 
379-380. 
36 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 190; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 380-381. 
37 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 190 lines 38-42; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 
382. 
38 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 190-196; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 380-
401. Jerome is a major source of inspiration for these passages, see for specific 
references: Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 607-609, comments to lines 11532, 11554, 
11634, 11747. 




This exaltation of the maiden stands in stark contrast to another 
aspect of SV and ML: the continuous allusions to the sinful nature of the 
female. Some examples have already been mentioned under the discussion 
of lechery. Elsewhere, the flesh is given a female form, for it ‘may be 
likened to an evil conditioned woman’ and the text recalls Samson’s wife as 
an example. 39  In another passage, Samson is joined by other biblical 
characters to remind the reader of the dangers of women, ‘for who was 
stronger than Samson, wiser than Salomon, holier than David, and yet they 
were all overcome by the deception and wiles of women’. 40  Though 
grammatically the sins are female in Latin, this does not mean medieval 
authors had no choice as to how they would portray them. Whereas the 
author of the Somme calls pride the king of all sins and compares it to 
hungry lions, ML and SV prefer to state that she is ‘queen of all sins and all 
other sins follow her as her handmaidens’ and ‘pride is like a hungry lioness 
that swallows and devours all that she may catch.’41 
Much of this did not originate from the redactors of ML and SV, or 
from the author of the Somme for that matter, but rather traces back to 
patristic views, common exempla and excerpts from the Bible.42 This does 
not mean, though, that these pieces should be disregarded or relegated to 
the past as if they were merely popular passages refusing to die out. There is 
reason behind their stubbornness and popularity. 
With regard to similar misogynistic passages Ruth Mazo Karras has 
written that such ‘attacks emphatically labeled women’s nature not merely as 
sinful but as sexually sinful’.43 Women were indeed thought to be more 
susceptible to the temptations of the body, and were thus thought to be 
more prone to sexual sin. But with lechery being interconnected to the 
other sins, women could neither be merely sexually sinful either; they would 
have to be sinful on all levels. At the same time, the chastity of the virgin, 
the theoretical standard of female perfection, had been heightened to an 
                                                     
39 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 129. 
40 Ibidem, 170. 
41 Nelson ed., A Myrour to Lewde Men, 104 lines 32, 37-39; Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae 
I, 121 lines 3571-3572, 3581-3584. In the source of SV ‘li roys (…) li lions’: Hanna 
ed., Speculum Vitae II, 559. 
42  Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins, 49, 65, 77; R. M. Karras, Common Women: 
Prostitution and Sexuality in Medieval England (New York and Oxford 1996) 106-107, 
111. 





almost angel-like status. A middle ground existed in the form of marriage, 
but this was only a lesser form of perfection as we will see. 
There are various reasons for why clerical writers would want to 
perpetuate this stark contrast. First of all, women called forth sinful sexual 
desires in men, and they thus embodied and emanated precisely what a 
celibate clergy was meant to avoid.44 Lay chastity on the other hand was a 
danger threatening both the validity of doctrine and the position of the 
celibate clergy. The difference between forms of lay chastity and the 
abstinence of the heretical Cathars, for example, was hard to differentiate, 
especially for an ignorant lay observer. Furthermore, the value of celibacy 
depended to a degree on how difficult it was to achieve chastity. As Dyan 
Elliot writes: ‘From the standpoint of societal structure, a clerical celibate 
elite required a copulating laity.’45  
Women were thus caught up in, and became the personification of, a 
system of dualistic thought: on the one hand the redactors of ML and SV 
portray them as the devil’s daughters, seductive, vile and lecherous. On the 
other hand, though an almost unattainable achievement, they also thought 
women were capable of being saintly white and virtuous in the face of all 
temptations. So much so that they might even surpass angels. 
 
 
Between chastity and lechery 
 
Now it is time to take a step back and look at marriage, the third estate of 
chastity. The definition offered by SV is this time more extensive and 
deserves to be cited at length: 
 
The third estate is of them, to know, 
That wedded were through God’s law. 
In that estate men should, through right, 
Keep chastity both day and night. 
Save when men should for certain reasons, 
The work of wedlock fulfill.46 
 
                                                     
44 Karras, Common Women, 106-111. 
45 Elliot, Spiritual Marriage, 141. 
46 Hanna ed., Speculum Vitae II, 363 lines 10939-10944; Nelson ed., A Myrour to 
Lewde Men, 184-185. 




Here we already have two important elements of marriage at hand. First, the 
fact that marriage is listed under chastity; second, that ‘the work of wedlock’, 
or sexual intercourse in plain English, is not just allowed within marriage, but 
can even be obligatory under certain conditions. 
 What allows for both of these elements to exist is the sacrament of 
marriage. This sacrament ‘is so mighty and holy that fleshly deeds between 
man and woman, coupled and knit together by that sacrament, reasonably 
and rightfully done, is excused of deadly sin’.47 Because of the sacrament, 
copulation is even worthy of reward. But this holds true in only three cases. 
First, one has to have the intent to procreate. The second case excuses from 
sin when it is done in yielding the conjugal debt. Finally, one is allowed to 
have sex when it is intended to keep one’s partner from committing sin 
because she, or he, might be too shameful to ask for it. As long as these 
exceptions are not used as an excuse to quench one’s lecherous lusts, these 
three cases are no sin, and one even deserves reward for doing ‘the deed of 
wedlock’.48  
 This re-evaluation of marriage follows to a great degree an 
Augustinian line of thought. During Augustine’s time, marriage was still a 
long way off from becoming a sacrament. But already Augustine considered 
marriage to be worthy of praise because it could be used to produce 
children, it promoted conjugal faithfulness, and it created a bond of love. 
The sinful nature of sexual relations within marriage was certainly not 
forgotten though. As Brundage writes, according to Augustine ‘sexual 
relations within marriage were a good use of an evil thing’. 49  Thus 
intercourse, even within marriage, required a set of rules and regulations 
before it could be considered untainted.  
The sacramental character of marriage was slowly established from 
around six hundred till the fourteenth century, gaining momentum during 
the twelfth century.50 What made marriage a sacrament according to ML is 
described when the text argues for the holiness of marriage, ‘for it is one of 
the seven sacraments of Holy Church and symbolizes the everlasting 
wedlock that is between God and Holy Church and between God and 
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Christen men’s soul.’51 This sacrament at the same time stipulated its own 
indissolubility, and thus re-emphasized the indissolubility of marriage. 
There were good reasons to establish marriage as a sacrament. It has 
already been mentioned under chastity that, for the sake of hierarchy, a 
celibate clergy required, or at the very least benefited from, a copulating 
laity.52 Likewise, making marriage an indissoluble sacrament strengthened 
the authority of the church in marital matters. Lastly, elevating marriage to a 
sacrament was done partly in reaction to the Cathar heresy.53 Their dualism 
posited a divine realm versus a material realm and argued that everything 
belonging to the material realm was intrinsically evil. The body, being part 
of creation, was thus considered evil. Accordingly, the institution of 
marriage was without any merit; by encouraging procreation it also 
encouraged the perpetuation of material, sinful humans. Without the good 
of procreation ‘sex within marriage was no less sinful than sex outside it.’54  
The dualistic tendency I have described throughout was of a lesser 
magnitude. Even Huguccio noticed that his extreme severity brought him 
close to heresy, so that instead of mortal sin, he condemned the conjugal act 
as but a venial sin.55 Yet this dualistic strain was strong enough that even the 
deed of wedlock could only be absolved from sin by adding a veneer of 
sacramental grace and binding it to very specific circumstances. The 
sacrament of marriage solved this problem by ruling out lechery, 
commanding procreation, and emphasizing the link between the mortal and 
heavenly realm. All this done, ML and SV could finally praise marital sex. 





The genre of religious instructional texts had emerged from a very long and 
rich tradition, each successive change informing it with elements testifying 
of their times. From the early Church and Desert Fathers came the first lists 
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of the seven cardinal sins, together with a preoccupation on the sinfulness 
of bodily urges; the penitentials transformed this into practical lists as an aid 
for confession, whereas the summa confessorum made the education of the 
priest central. Finally, this educational focus shifted to the laity. The most 
essential element, though, permeating the treatment of vices and virtues 
from their very onset, was their fundamental duality. Fitting perfectly with 
the pairs of Jerusalem and Babylon, heaven and earth, peace and confusion, 
morality came to be defined by the pairs of vice and virtue. 
The duality between vices and virtues would become the guiding 
concept for the perception and judgement of sexual matters. Lechery was in 
essence but a single tree of vice, described as an outrageous love of fleshly 
lust and liking. But in the forest of vices, no single tree could stand alone. 
Their branches intertwined and their roots spread out beneath one another, 
every sin was unavoidably caught up and associated with the others. This 
interconnectedness was not so strong, though, that sexual sin was no longer 
sexual in nature. Sins remained to be definable according to their major 
characteristics. It did mean, though, that the judgement of sexual activity 
began with the tree of lechery, it began with sex within a web of sin. Stuck 
with such bad company, any positive interpretation of intercourse would 
have to be a defence and apology, not a eulogy. Any re-evaluation, any 
attempt to try and move but a single branch, a single twig from this forest 
of vice, and plant it in the garden of virtue, would require a herculean effort.  
As a consequence of perceiving lechery to be not just a stand-alone 
sin, but a sin that both lead to and originated from other sins, the perfect 
form of chastity, the life-long maiden, would be required to reject all sin. 
Focusing on the inner aspects of sins, it was impermissible that a truly 
chaste virgin commit any sin at all. As such, chastity could be praised as 
equal or even surpassing the status of angels. It was the height of perfection, 
and other ways for women to live would come to be measured against it. 
Conforming to the duality between vice and virtue, the other mainstream 
perception of women was ruled by their lecherous nature, a line of thought 
inspired by Church Fathers and empowered by Bible excerpts. Because of 
the interlocking concept of sin, the sexual sinfulness of women could not be 
merely sexual in nature: it had to be sinful in general. Women thus became 
the personification of dualistic thought, capable of either surpassing angels, 
or otherwise portrayed as the devil’s daughters. 
  Inching dangerously close to the dualism of heretics, the harsh 





had long been a matter of discussion and Augustine had already gone to 
great lengths to try and defend the institution of marriage. But simply 
pointing out elements that were fruitful or good could not yet make 
marriage, and intercourse within marriage, an intrinsically good action. As 
the Cathars pointed out, if mere procreation absolved sex from sin, 
marriage would be useless. For marriage to become an order of chastity, for 
it to be purged of the sexual sinfulness of lechery, marital sex had to be 
bound by rules and regulations. It had to be defended vigorously, its 
benefits had to be pointed out, and in the end, it would require a divine 
veneer of grace in the form of the sacramental character of marriage. 
The observant reader might have noticed that I have traced elements 
of ML and SV, such as lechery, chastity, and marriage, not exclusively 
within their own historical context, but as expressions of earlier periods 
guiding their later treatment. In the case of marriage in ML and SV this 
might create a somewhat anachronistic view. These two texts should not be 
seen, though, as the pioneers of an innovative judgement on marriage. 
Rather, the fact that marriage is exalted as a matter worthy of reward in ML 
and SV means that this particular way of perceiving marriage and the deed 
of wedlock had already become common. Didactic literature had to carry 
safe knowledge and advice, and it should thus be regarded as an expression 
of accepted doctrine rather than its spearhead.  
 
